4 Victory in Europe — May 7, 1945 


Through one of those horizontal Spring days full of the 
waves of pink and white petals and their sudden perfumes, along 
with whirling paper and grit, and shifts of light from blinding 
to sullen black. 

I ran through those sweet odors. Once in what seemed an 
endless cloud of creamy petals, halted to unwrap newspapers from 
my legs. Another time, a tiny glass needle shot into my cheek at 
the precise moment the speeding light darkened. 

Resumed running into that darkness, towards a trolley car, 
a buttery toy at the end of a tunnel formed by black light. 
Slowed my steps when I saw it was just standing there, the 
motorman doing something to the cable running to the overhead 
wire. 

In a second a bright newspaper was blown into him, 


Surrounded his head as he flashed out at it with a butcher 
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knife. I saw then, splaying out in the racing light, the frayed 
ends of a few strands of that cable. He went back to hacking, 
reflections of the knife skipping across the milky blue of the 
nearby tavern window. When I got closer I could see the window 
had been pushed in, was resting against a barstool a foot or so 
inside 
the tavern. Large brown fragments from whiskey bottles, along 
with a jigsaw assortment of other glass pieces littered the 
pavement, and through all of it a small man with a soaking-wet 
apron down to his shoetops was walking a brilliant straw broom. 
It was as if a spotlight hit only the broom. The motorman 
saboteur, still hacked ferociously at the pewter-colored trolley 
cable. 

When the sunlight hit full, he had joined the bartender on 
the sidewalk and was trying to wrestle the broom from him. 
At first it seemed an earnest, cursing struggle, but they soon 
were hooting and laughing; finally they let it skitter off, 
toasting each other with bottles of whiskey, both giggling as 
the motorman punched at the swirling dirt and paper with the 
hand holding the bottle, then licked that hand to capture the 
sloshed whiskey, the rawness of which thrust up my nostrils as I 


ran past them, jumping over the broom, and barely keeping my 
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balance on the slippery glass. The bartender offered me his 
bottle, while doing his own shuffling pantomime of me to amuse 
the motorman. 

As patches of corn yellow and bruise-colored light waved 
over me, I rushed on to intercept another trolley line curving 
into the street a block further. Their Laughter followed me upon 
the wind, but I wondered if they were still laughing at me or at 
the bum running back and forth inside the disabled trolley car. 
The removable control handle in his blackened hand, he imitated 
trolley noises. 

Ran harder to outrace the laughter, past gray-shirted 
workmen and their wives, sitting on porches and listening to 
radios, big consoles with round, glowing dials hauled out from 
living rooms for the occasion. The rooted, stolid couples looked 
like black and white photographs in Life Magazine. 

They strained to catch the source of that laughter chasing 
me on the wind, but it was washed out by shrieking cacophony 
growing towards us from the trolley I hoped to catch. 

I jumped off the curb to run between the tracks, thinking 
to beat what I could see now was an open trolley to the 
convergence 


of tracks; then I could run directly ahead of it to the stop. 
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I was at the point of giving up because of it crisp pace, but 
when it reach the curve leading onto my track it had to slow 
drastically, almost tipping, the people inside rushing to the 
high side with a cry of whoa! The car was labeled YALE BOWL, the 
only Line retaining open trolleys, but it was headed not to a 
football game, but downtown, of course, so these roisters could 
bring their celebration to the one reaching me as a sort of 
faraway rustle punctuated by horns and whistles. 

Finally, I was at the trolley stop, panting, watching that 
car lean excruciatingly back to vertical and then pick up speed. 

A clear, flat-sided gin bottle was wedged into the scrawny 
privet hedge beside me, and, for some reason, I must extract it 
before the trolley stops—a contest. But when I looked up, the 
trolley was surprisingly wide and picking up more speed. I waved 
my arms for it to stop, the gin bottle still in my hand, its 
reflections dancing everywhere. 

But it was passing, jammed with workmen, mostly. “Throw 
it!” someone screamed. “Let’s see your arm!” 

“Let’s see your cock!” added a woman leaning towards me, 
barely three feet away as the trolley was again tipping, her 
face like a balloon full of blood. Men leaned out to pull her 


back, their hands swarming her enormous breasts. Sneering at 


40 
this rescue was a sleepy-looking man with a gash on his 
forehead, and even as the trolley rushed by, dirt floated into 
that brownish-looking cut and glowed like mica. 

A black cloud clamped down, making the rest of the faces 
blue-black rubber snapping by. I flung the bottle and it 
fell short of the rear skirts, spraying up a shower of muddy 
glass. 

I jammed my eyes shut and inhaled the burning electrical 
smell which hung in the air, and the iron smell of wheel 
grinding rail. 

Opened them to see tiny blue sparks flying from its 
overhead trolley, large gold ones drifting up from the wheels. 
The yellowish rear growing smaller and smaller, absorbed into an 
enveloping blackness. 

Once again the light is brilliant, and just as suddenly a 
regular trolley waits at the curb—not jammed, not sabotaged--its 
door open, the driver patiently studying the track ahead. I jump 
on, still panting and, I suppose, wide-eyed at seeing a large 
freckled hand over the coinbox. 

I look up into a freckled face topped by gray hair, fringed 
dull red. "Company treats whether they know it or not,” he 


announced, swinging the handle on his left which closed the 
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doors. Then he whispered, “How many wars end on my run? At least 
the European section thereof?” He spun the power handle in front 
of him, and we lurched off, the rails squealing. And though his 
eyes were stony, his voice took on the enthusiasm of a master of 
ceremonies, stopping me as I was walking to the rear. “Would you 
inquire after the wily Jap? Come on back here and sit beside me. 
Anyway, we already got him beat in the movies. Movies are a 
great invention. Why with his big teeth and bad breath and 
atrocities! He gave a small, almost coquettish wave as I sat 
behind him. 

I shifted on the rattan seat. 

“And Ivan? Shall we talk about the Bear?” His eyes took on 
the dimmest shine as one whole neighborhood sped by, several 
wide-open mouths at trolley stops. “"Why not speak of him now 
before it’s too late?” JI was sliding towards the aisle, away 
from the middle portion of my seat, which had been freshly 
Slashed. “I repeat!” Face twisted around over his right shoulder 
to study me, wrinkling his freckled forehead. “Shall we discuss 
the Russians?” To my relief, he Looked back to the street. 

“Okay with me long’s as I get downtown.” I could recognize, 
of course, one of these adults who taught, usually 


sarcastically, and I studied his back, the salty, threadbare 
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uniform coat of black. 

“Anyway, I can’t move my head around like Charlie McCarthy 
all the way downtown, so whatsay you move over here next to the 
door?” A window to his left held up by a leather strap, and 
he snapped it free an the window chattered down, a hot wind 
amplifying his thin reddish hair. “I lock the speed up at its 
fastest. Like so. Then ...” He removed the power handle as the 
bum had previously in the other trolley, revolved it over his 
head like a baseball pitcher warming up. “I throw it out this 
window unless...?” The rails banged under us, with clicks coming 
faster. 

I moved, and he put the handle back on, chuckling, knocked 
the speed down two notches. “You’re a genuine hero, kid. Just 
saved whole bunch of lives, no shit! Wait’ll we get downtown: 
waves and waves of morons! You look scared. Never ridden with a 
Communist madman before?” 

“ALL the time.” The two and three story houses, the 
boarded-up grocery stores, were clicking by now with a pleasant 
regularity. 

“Hey you’re all right. You see humor in prevailing 
tragedy.” 


I became emboldened. “It suppose to be celebration, not 
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tragedy. We beat the Germans, didn’t we?” 

“Yah yah yah yah! Hans! Ve lose der fuckin varrrr. Fuckin 
Adolph-Asshole!” he went from laughing to choking and spitting. 
Hunched and smaller over the control box now, his face scarlet, 
the outline of a shoulder pad on his black uniform coat showed 
up a dirty gray. “Asthma, he croaked, "from my youth. Get rid of 
your youth fast as you can. This shit is what kept me out of 
Spain.” I Knew nothing about Spain, of the Russians that they 
were our allies, that we had met them a week or so ago ona 
smoking pile of rubble in a destroyed German city, embraced 
them, showed off our flashy wristwatches, sold some. He still 
fought for breath. 

“Hell... maybe I will...finally get to Russia. ‘Cause we 
fight them next. And to think I was for them! Until Stalin 
commenced to start waltzing with Hitler. Got my nice ideals 
smashed, but that’s the way it goes. Tough shit! Always.” 

For some reason he knocked down our speed another notch as 
we were inching past the Winchester Arms Plant, which looked 
abandoned. He turned to me, grimy images of bricks sliding over 
his gray eyes. What he said made the skin on the back of my 
hands prickle, but he had merely seen the same newspaper 


picture. 
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“Just because we sold them watches and they kissed us 
Slavic style and held out heroic Stalingrad don’t mean we won’t 
fight them, little fellow. Why jimineee, jimmy-fuckin-nee, 
sentimentality is the art of the ruling class. You suck in their 
Sugar while they shove it up your ass. Say, what the hell's your 
name?” 

“Skipper,” I bit off, not liking being called little 
fellow. 

“Well Skipper, you’re gonna get educated today ‘cause 
they’re fucking in the streets downtown, that is when they’re 
not smashing windows and throwing bottles. “Land of the brave!” 
And he shoved the power handle forward and soon we were speeding 
through another neighborhood, whipping past small groups at the 
trolley stops, some of them waving their fists, passing 
undershirted old men on kitchen chairs hauled out to the 
Sidewalk, their waving at us, Laughing at those who expected us 
to stop. 

“Red. Red the Red, ain’t that clever?” After a moment he 
giggled, and then we were riding with the door open and I could 
hear the rising din from downtown, but he snapped it shut 
whenever we came to a marked stop. “Just us, Skipper. Just us 


riding this car! Fuck everybody else, ain’t that right? 
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“T guess.” I must have shown my concern for those who 
misjudged his speed and tried to cross the tracks, especially a 
couple of older women with shopping bags. “Goddamn I just miss 
and miss and miss. Just don’t have the killer instinct. I’m the 
Saint Louis Browns, not the New York Yankees.” 

“Could you maybe go slower again?” 

“Tell me something, Skipper. How’d you discover that 
word? That’s good word: maybe. What may be! You stick with that 
word. Not should be but may be. “Cause nothing ever happens but 
that the big boys grind down your balls, but you keep thinking 
‘maybe.’ ‘Cause that’s hope and it’s all shit, but you might as 
well hope. You do it for me, okay? I got too tired.” 

Brown paper bags covered with grease spots were flying out 
from under the seats and bottles rolled down the aisle as our 
express rushed on. Red took out a third-full bottle of Southern 
Gentleman from under his seat, upended it, his red-gray hair 
falling thinly back, the caramel-colored liquid gurgling. 

Some kids were placing pennies on the rails in front of us. 

When I turned to see them out the rear window, picking up the 
flattened pennies, Red burped and wheezed. Then pulled up the 
small window to his left, securing the leather trap. “One of the 


little bastards might try crawling in!” 
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Now he was tossing the bottle past me and out the opened 
door to shatter among the carpet of glass already there. 
“Crystal day!” he announced. I shrugged. “Never mind, Skipper, 
you just keep your eyes peeled once we get downtown ‘cause it’s 
whores or jellybeans, take your choice. One dame is blowing all 
comers in honor of her husband’s service with General Patton.” 

"Yeah, sure.” 

His red-gray eyebrows lifted. “You don’t believe me! 

But that’s all right. I don’t believe me neither half the time.” 
He pounded on his control box like a drummer in the movies I saw 
at the Winchester Theater, like Gene Krupa. Drumming so fast 
that the freckles seemed to blur together on his hands. The door 
stayed open and open-mouthed people flung by. 

“Stay away from the kind of people you’Ll meet downtown,” 
my mother had whispered, combing my hair among the velvety 
Silhouettes of enemy planes and ships lining the walls of 
my room. But I wanted to see everything I could, of course. 
Especially the sex shows promised by this strange motorman. 

Sex was a disc-like thing in my house, thin and wobbling 
but 
nonetheless emitting signals I could sense even in the middle- 


class tableau of my father reading the paper while my mother 
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darned socks. It wasn’t the speeding ozone-electricity that was 
rushing at me now, but some crushed and straining entity, the 
release of which would evidently destroy everything. 

We had reached the downtown district and he had to slow the 
trolley and close the door since a coke bottle had come 
whistling 
in, just missing his head and crashing through the small window 
he had just buttoned up, and once threatened to throw the 
control handle out of. 

For a few minutes we hardly moved: the combined weight of 
the swarms pressing against the trolley car from both sides made 
the wheels slip and jerk, and I held onto my ripped seat as if 
it were a Sled. 

Finally the crowd in front parted and we picked up to about 
walking speed, hundreds of faces melting by the door. “Red the 
Red. What the brilliant intellectuals down at the car barn 
call me! That and rebel, hillbilly, cracker. From Wilmington, 
Delaware, but that’s the South to the ignoramuses up here!” 

A grimy sailor pressed his face against the glass of the 
door and was trotting alongside. “They’re like these 
propaganda-fed cretins,” Red spat, coaxing enough speed from the 


trolley to make the sailor slide away, wall-eyed against the 
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rushing life of the street. 

“You’d better take it easy,” I whispered and he 
inexplicably 
brought the car to a stop, and just as inexplicably the crowd 
flowed away, and he opened the door. It grew almost silent in 
the trolley car, the outside noise a kind of sunny buzzing until 
a cloud of smoke drifted past, bits of white paper whirlpooling 
into the trolley. Red closed the door. 

“Tell me something, Skipper ... “ He had turned and I 
could see his full face, the gray eyes sunken and immensely 
weary, “you ever hear of a Carthaginian victory?” 

“Was it against Rommel?” His laugh proved quiet, and so 
tired it made me feel stronger. 

“It’s just where you give up too much. Don’t worry about 
it. I taught you something. Like Crystal Night that you never 
heard of neither.” I shrugged, told him I should get off. 

“Stay the way you are, Skipper...people take Locker next to 
yours. And keep your eyes open cause you’re in the pit now, 
fucking all over the place as I said, and even up the ass. 
Fights everywhere. Bottles coming from every point of the 
Capitalistic compass. Winning is losing but money never lost a 


war. Promise me you’ll never forget that.” 
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I started to reach past him to get at the door handle 
because he was muttering "Red save world with Wilson. Red save 
Spain. Read all about it. American Fascists win war. Treason 
prospers. So..can’t be called that!” He suddenly brightened and 
sat erect, flipped the tiny handle near the bottom of the coin 
box and scooped out a handful of change. 

He let me reach past him and operate the door handle, so he 
could throw the money into the street. Kids began fighting over 
it, and Red was suddenly screaming” Children beg in the streets 
while the peasants dream of steak and beer!” 

The dirty sailor was abruptly there, flocks of dirt and 
foam around his chapped and purple mouth. I wanted to jump out 
but was afraid of him. The bosomy woman from the open trolley 
materialized and he punched her in the breast. 

She swung back at him, falling into the lake of glass and 
coins. 

My chance! I leaped out, then over her, feeling the force 
of Red’s taunt on my back. “Somebody’s gonna kill you, sailor, 
and I hope it’s me.” He slammed the door as the sailor tried to 
lunge up the stairs. “Heil America!” screamed Red as the sailor 
clawed at the door, leaving streaks of blood. I backed slowly 


away, afraid that this filthy sailor would associate me with 
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Red, who now bellowed "Crystal Night, Kristallnacht! 
Kristallnacht! Kristallnacht!” 

The sailor shook his head and gave up, taking the crowd 
with him. 

When I last looked back at the trolley I was about twenty 
feet up the tracks, and the front window held a smoky sun, 
behind which Red’s face, glowing in forehead and heavily 
Shadowed underneath, looked like a death mask. 

As I studied him I became aware of heat at my back. 

A bonfire of furniture, and huge bubbles formed and popped on a 
headboard, sending up black snakes of smoke. 

The only thing left in the shattered store window was 
an immense radio console with a large mirror atop it anda 
message in soap writing. WILL CONVERT TO TELLE-VISION. 

Two muscular boys were shoving the whole works over. The mirror 
flew up in huge shards, which they then dueled with. Slashing 
away until they were left with flashing stubs, they then stared 
at their bleeding hands until the sailor jitterbugged between 
them, leading a jubilant entourage. I tagged along until I heard 
a shaking basso voice off to my right. Stopped to see where it 
came from, but the crowd had gone into reverse too, and I had to 


struggle to hold my place in the front row. 
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“Damn I hate the Germans! I do! I’m German and I hate the 
Germans!” a sweating fat man emphasized. Behind me I heard the 
thud of flesh, snapped around to see blood firing from the 
Sailor’s nostrils, his head jerking back and forth as he sunk. 
“T hate them and I’m German. A proud American!” A halo of sweat 
around his cannonball head, roll of fat across his neck and 
shoulders. 

She, in a shapeless, colorless housedress, and equally 
as fat, invited us to slap an orange paper effigy of a 
bucktoothed Jap. “Slap the Jap, yah?” she pleaded. No one did 
and they winced. 

Wind caught the effigy and sent it aloft, a kite. We were 
left with the desperate smell of their sweat. The man’s neck 
tightened. “Greatest day of my life!” 

I expected some disgrace to come upon them. Their show left 
the shifting crowd wanting less. “She’d fix Hitler with his 
bandy legs!” he tried. 

“Yah I would.” It came out weakly, sounding like a 
question. 

I was kneeling on some newsprint when she rushed at me, 
covering my face with her skirt. It smelled of flour and sugar. 


The folds of her dress nearly smothered me, but yet I could 
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spy, hanging like a Christmas ornament against the smoke, 
a little girl’s elfin face, glowing whitely, black eyes Leaping 
and scintillate. I had seen a face like that in Wegee’s photos 
in The New York News. 
BROOKLYN SCHOOLCHILDREN SEE GAMBLER MURDERED IN STREET 
“Now what you gonna do for me, huh?” the fat woman yells to 
get the crowd laughing. The fat man is literally hopping 
behind her. “I need a great big man!” she shakes me. The fire 
rising in my cheeks I get a daydream flash of both of these 
large apologists on the glassy pavement, smoke coiling up from 
scores of holes, their huge bodies chucked by waves of blood. 
She had released me, was turning away as her husband 
squealed, shaking with laughter, “She woulda fixed that Hitler! 
Broke his legs!” She opened her mouth to affirm, but glimpsed 
the garbage pail descending on him before he did, coffee grounds 
and oranges, and grayish-green slime. That little elfin 
girl-child shrieked in a serious of ascending bursts as a boy in 
Knickers ran away carrying the empty bucket. “I kill little 
bastard!” shouted the fat man, a ribbon of gray slime around his 
bulging, beefy neck as he ran. But the woman caught up, was soon 
wiping his face off with her skirt as he knelt. “Papa papa papa” 


she consoled, eyes darting. “Break..bandy,” Papa whispered, 
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“Hitler..German..” The crowd left. 


n” 


“Learn to take a joke, Fritzy,” a policeman snorted, 
hustling by, sliding over the glass. I wondered what crime he 
was rushing towards. 

Found myself in a procession being led by two men holding 
the sailor up above their heads. He had probably won his fight. 

I was jostled by a toothless man wearing an overcoat 
covered with political campaign buttons, mostly WILKE. “They 
should skin him,” he whistled. “Be something for your school 
report.” 

Hearing snapping noises I could associate with nothing, I 
shoved very quickly past him. One man carrying the sailor was a 
soldier, bare-chested, wearing a marine officer’s braided hat, 
the other a mechanic with a one-piece coverall looking like an 
immense grease spot. 

They seemed to function as the sailor’s seconds in a new 
fight, for they goaded him on as he circled a baker now, who was 
short and stocky in his starkly white uniform, potholders 
hanging from the his sleeves on elastic bands. The sailor minced 
around him, snapping a potholder from time to time. 

“Now don’t you dare hurt the dearie-fairy” admonished the 


soldier. 


54 

Each time a potholder snapped, the baker swung, and the 
odor of apples joined the air. Soon the baker was calling the 
Sailor a disgrace to his uniform and the sailor was insisting 
that the baker was a disgrace to his, to the falling-down 
hysteria of 
his mates. The baker removed an orange apron hardly wider than a 
belt and proceeded to fold it with care, absently knocking away 
the sailor’s hands during the whole process. The soldier was 
attempting to clear an area of glass by dragging a boot while 
leaning against the mechanic. 

“You will not insult my manhood!” stated the baker, his 
sharp blue eyes aimed heavenward to dust and smoke. 


n” 


“Yes, Lovey,” cooed the sailor. The baker placed his 

dainty apron at his feet and then stepped over it into the 
cleared area. The sailor joined him with studied dignity, 
arranging his once-white uniform as the wind picked up and 
flapped their clothing, making the sailor look like an epileptic 
and the baker a hunchback. Both glaring, they waited for the 
wind to die, then flew at each other, only to be locked into a 
breathless, shuffling bearhug. which ended when they gravitated 


outside the cleared area and fell and broke apart. 


The baker started up shakily, having acquired blotches of 
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blood at both knees. To the sailor it seemed to indicate a 
triumph, and he was turning away with his arms high to provoke a 
cheer when his sneer was crashed inward by an extraordinary blow 
from the still-rising baker. Immediately at the sickening thud, 
that elf child shrieked again, so chillingly that we all were 
Snapping our heads around to see where she was as the sailor 
sunk down and pitched forward, the recoiling baker just able to 
maintain his balance. 

“These heroes!” he taunted even while slipping, “these 
heroes!” 

Soon, the soldier and mechanic were dragging the sailor 
away, his knees making two paths through the glass. “The real 
heroes ain’t here, am I right? the baker began to plead. 
“They’re in Germany or the Pacific. I would have gone. I would 
have! I was between wars. A kid for the first, and now with my 
own business and a daughter to raise and no wife...” 

Someone said not to worry about it, wasn’t in the cards, 
needed here, but the baker, even while nodding assent, kept 
muttering, "would have gone, go even now.” Someone had handed 
him 
his little orange apron and he sobbed into it. An old man whose 


tongue lolled in his mouth patted him on the back, and ribbons 
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of flour undulated. “No wife. Left,” the baker asserted flatly 
to him, whereupon the old man urinated in a quickly diminishing 
arc. 

The Last witness, I ran away but right into a raw- lipped 
girl of about my own age who fell upon my shoulder crying. 

“Please oh please. Oh God!” I jumped back but she held on, 
leaving her feet and hanging from my neck like a rag doll. 

“That soldier,” she was gasping,” he tried to put..his hand 
under my dress.” 

“It’s all right now. I gotta get home. My mother...!” 

But she held on, her words wet on my shoulder. “If if if I 
can’t be with you..? I can’t help it! Nobody ever tried to do 
that before. Put his hand...” her pulsing face, and wild, spiked 
hair, and I couldn’t loosen her grip on my neck. 

“T don’t wanna hear about it. It ain’t my business!” 

Three older girls ran by, arm in arm. “Give her a kiss!” 

they sang. The baker’s voice drifted in as I pried one of her 
hands loose. “Where’d she go? My Belle!” She turned her face out 
from my shoulder to scream “Oh shut up, Daddy! To me: You hafta 
take me home!” 

"You kidding?” 


She jerked her hands free, still facing me, and rubbed her 
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wrists, then licked each one slowly. I watched. “He don’t care. 
He just wanted his fight is all.” 

In poked a grandma in a silky polka-dot dress. “Do take her 
home, Sonny. She shouldn’t be seeing these disgusting shows 
at her age.” She had underlined disgusting shows as if they were 
my fault. 

“IT don’t know anything about it. Leave me alone!” 

She left shaking her head with its a tiny white pillbox of a 
hat. “You possess no manners!” she hissed. 

The girl gripped my elbow but I shook her off; then she had 
my hand, pulling, and ran off dragging me. Her running was 
eccentric and giddy, and she tripped me more than once. “Let me 
go!”--embarrassed by being handled so easily by a girl. But I 
started giggling, too, after a bit. 

“Look at them kids! They’re drunk!” The dark wind Lifted 
this second grandma, billowing her identical polka-dotted skirt, 
turned her sideways. Through the crook of her elbow I could see 
in miniature the lady from the open trolley kissing the 
distracted baker, her tongue extended and glistening. “Just look 
at all of that! And my daddy with that tramp!” her words joined 
the rushing wind as we ran on. “Aren’t they stupid? And we’re 


Supposed to be the children!” Odors of burning furniture still 
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persisted. 

At that point I continued saying nothing, musing even 
in our acrid flight that I had never held a female hand this 
tightly. I jerked free with “I really gotta get home. My 
mother..!” 

“Uh uh! She was behind me now, pushing. “I want to 
thank you.” 

“Who’s stopping you?” 

“In a minute. Something you never had.” 

Jesus! thought I. 

Eventually pushed me through the jagged arch left by the 
partial shattering of the bakery window, spears of glass 
glowing purple in that early evening. She dusted off a Danish 
against her blouse, blew on it, handed it to me, and motioned 
for me to follow, and I thought I understood her strength. She 
looked pretty much like a boy from the rear. When we got to the 
workroom in the rear, she pulled a long piece of white wrapping 
paper off a roll, ripping it off slowly on the stationary knife 
which was part of the fixture. She placed the paper on a table 
and tried to lift me up to it. I played along by my own power. 
Then, among the barrels of flour she removed the Danish from me 


and pinched off infinitesimal pieces, putting each into my 
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mouth. 

She was liking me--impossible of course. With her coarse, 
Silently whispering lips, and closed eyes and nondescript brown 
hair. 

The girls in school had very many reservations. “Why do you 
want to treat me like a baby?” 

“T don’t know.” her eyes still jammed shut. “It’s just... 
nobody else was my age. Out there. It’s just that I thought if I 
could find somebody my age it it it...wouldn’t be so scary. And 
so...everybody wouldn’t be so mean.” 

"I don’t know about that. And I think I should get...before 
your father...” 

“Him? He’s always drunk!” 

“Well then you mother will ...” The metal lids of the 
barrels glowed like corposants in that darkening room. 

“Didn’t you hear him?” The inside of her mouth was glowing 
too. “His lovely Belle?” And then she fed me in rhythm: 
"Ding...dong...Belle...gone...gone...!” 

"Yeah? Well me too!” 
“You haven’t finished your Danish.” 
“Yeah? I never will at this rate!” Something caught in 


my voice, making her whole face and tomboy body soften. 
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And in a way which muted the outside buzzing, she 
whispered. “That soldier could come here!” 

“T won’t let him!” And I believed it even as I surprised 
myself saying it. True I feared my mother, but this new 
Situation as much. 

Her head so slowly shaking. “It scared me to death.” 

“Yeah. Well. I could see that. I mean I didn’t really. 

I mean, see anything. I mean what you said. I mean I didn’t see 
him do.. You told me about it!” 

“That’s too bad,” she teased, and I felt the fire jolt my 
cheekbones. The Danish was gone and she was slapping my hands 
while singing "Blushing boy, blushing boy, what’s he blushing 
for?” 

Soon my hands joined this slapping game and after a while 
there we were, face to face and staring, our hands carrying on 
almost by themselves. 

“Why did you bring me here?” Some distrustful bug was 
biting me. 

“That soldier!” 

“And the farmer took another load away!” 

“Did he?” 


And I was the kid led to the house of sweets, who had a day 
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exploding in his brain before the insinuating silliness we both 
half-played with hands still dreamily moving. 

Staring at me with her green marbles of eyes, a few dark 
brown hairs vibrant against the floury windows in dusk-glow. 

Into our small breathing comes the far showering of glass. 
Her monotone then, “It’s awful about people”—her keeping my 
hands from moving now, “how they act.” 

“Hey that stuff costs money. That stuff they wrecked out 
there? A lot of people go crazy. They go crazy! God they they 
they they go absolutely crazy!” I find myself shouting and she, 
wide-eyed, eases back against the flour barrels. 

Almost by the time I become aware of my own hysteria, she 
suddenly brightens, swings past me to the roll of paper. 

Our bodies brush and she bites the inside of her Lip. 

Soon she is wrapping me round and round with white paper 
and 
Slapping wet and glue-smelling manila tape variously. “Okay 
now,” 
she injects into my giggles. “You’re ready for a customer to 
take home!” 

“Is that right? So, what am I?” the thin sarcasm I had used 


with Red on the trolley. 
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“Cream puff. But for domestic consumption!” 

“You're older! I can tell by the way you talk!” From my 
paper enclosure. 

“We get older by the minute.” She licks the paper over my 
cheek. I pull away asking “And what are you, really?” 

“Big cake am I. Rich and bad! Devil’s Food.” Poking her 
fingers through the paper, letting in blue, speeding light. 
“Sweet sixteen, and never been..well, not recently enough. 
Anyway, you sure could use a teacher.” 

“Then you’re just a liar is all!” 

“That’s never all. Incident true, reaction a stretch.” 

“Yeah? Well, I still think it’s pretty goddamn awful!” 
breaking from my paper enclosure. 

“Uh huh. You hafta learn when you said enough words.” And 
now her grip was really tight. 

We end on her chenille bedspread, shoving Raggedy 
Anne aside, The Sacred Heart looking dolorously down. 

Inside, some crazed internal loop repeats “Bleeding Jesus 
on the wall, how y’all?” It repeats through our crude frenzy 
atop the pastries she had carried in. 

We still hear scattered pops of bottles being thrown, and 


someone plays a sour trumpet, stopping again and again to try to 
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get a particular note right. 

When the streetlights go on I grab my clothes, even though 
she had just smeared raspberry on our nipples. Hurrying, I don’t 
see the glass doorknob slowly turning. 

“Whore!” bursts in the baker. She dives under the covers 
and he beats her through the pastries. She laughs hysterically 
at each blow. 

I’m gone. 

He had taken a Swipe at me as I catapulted past, eventually 
down a cat-smelling hallway and into the dark backyard, 
careening into a pile of empty lard tins which rolled after me 
as if God had sent them so that decent people could note my 
terrible descent. 

I could hear Irish women gossiping from porches high above 
crisscrossed laundry lines, and was all but snorting flames as I 
ran over mud and glass and rusty cans and dog shit, the air 
pushed in front of me feeling like grease. 

In my nakedness I encountered only one other person, a 
drooling Negro girl sitting in a patched inner tube in the 
middle of a brakish mud puddle. When I got closer and saw her in 
the Light from the street, broken into small squares by the 


lLatticework under a billboard, I could see her hair was gray. 


64 

As far as I could tell I was a usual sight to her, and I 
began to fear, even as I excruciatingly ran, what my puny, 
impressionistic nakedness would look like on the street-side of 
the billboard. 

She began slapping the water frantically. I looked back to 
see the baker colliding with a burnt trash barrel. He flung the 
barrel at her but missed by a good five feet. “Belle?” he sobbed 
to her, sinking in the checkerboard light. 

I ended up under a scruffy, urine-smelling bush on the edge 
of an overgrown softball field. Among garbage and beer bottles 
and vomit, I panted and cried, finally pulling on my clothes, 
tears plopping down on my shoes as I laced them. 

Past trolleys abandoned on their tracks, I walked home, 
footsore, stumbling over trash, and slipping on glass like a 
tentative ice skater. 

My parents were Listening to our Philco when I arrived, its 
huge orange dial the only thing visible in our living room. 

The celebration of VE Day was raging in San Francisco, 
an announcer bragging about strangers kissing. “Imagine!” Mother 
exclaimed, "total strangers!” 

“Jesus God would I like to be there!” surprisingly burst 


from my father. 
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Though the words were meant for me, their edge was targeted 
to him. “Take a bath dear. You smell of everything.” 

But he yelled “Take a whore’s bath!” Into the quiet death, 
then, of our living room, the announcer sped on about some girls 
making a banner all by themselves, but couldn’t coax them to 
answer any questions in their shyness. 

“Your father, who must think he’s on docks or something, 
means just fill a basin and wash off.” She sensed that I wanted 
to hear more from my father, and from the announcer, and she 
flatly insisted, “That will be more than sufficient for 
tonight.” 

The day had all but destroyed me and yet I still craved 
more, thus erasing my hurt at Father’s abdication from 
skirmishing the world of the vicious genteel. 

In my unlit room, in my crisp pajamas, I take roundhouse 
punches at the baker, who begs for mercy as I try to stop my 
shaking face in the mirror. 


Amid reflections of silhouetted planes and ships. 


